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To Emilio. Mama mia! You’ve been a wonderful addition to the family. Also, to Brenda White, Don Pope, and the other illustrious members of the swing band at my daughter’s surprise birthday party. And to my four girls, who boogie-woogied the night away along with their friends. Swing’s the thing!

Those from Italy send you their greetings.

Hebrews 13:24 
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1
 You Make Me Feel So Young 

If Aunt Rosa and Uncle Lazarro hadn’t wasted sixteen years bickering over who was the better singer—Frank Sinatra or Dean Martin—they probably would have ended up married years ago . . . and I would never have found myself trying to factor a mob boss into the wedding party. Still, I’ve learned not to question God’s timing, particularly in matters of the heart. So what if the sixtysomething lovebirds waited until their golden years to confess their undying love for each other? The blissful couple still had plenty of days ahead to make up for lost time. And I made it my goal to give them the best possible chance at happiness by coordinating a wedding they wouldn’t soon forget, even if it did include a few questionable characters from their past.

Laz and Rosa’s desire for a forties-themed reception came as no surprise. They were both born during the swing era, after all. But their plan to transform our family’s Galveston Island wedding facility into a big band wonderland would take some work . . . and lots of it. With only six weeks till the mid-December extravaganza, I had my hands full. Hiring a band, designing the room, helping Rosa pick out her gown and forties-themed bridesmaids’ dresses. Whew! And all while planning my own wedding to D.J. Neeley, the hunkiest cowboy on the island. How could I possibly handle it all?

Ah yes, with the Lord’s help. He alone would see me through this. And I might even have a little fun along the way.

I met with the happy couple on a Tuesday afternoon in late October to talk things through. We didn’t have to go far to meet. After all, our family-run wedding facility was just next door to the Rossi home on Broadway, near the heart of the island.

Rosa, my mother’s older sister, grinned like a Cheshire cat as she settled into her seat on the opposite side of my desk. Rosa had never been the sort to pay much attention to her hair or makeup, and her simple dresses—which were usually hidden behind a tomato-stained apron—weren’t exactly couture. The sagging knee-highs were a bit of a distraction at times, as were the orthopedic shoes. Oh, but as she sat across from me now, a blushing bride-to-be, the joy of the Lord radiated from her smile and her eyes. In that moment I thought her the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen. I could hardly wait to see her walk down the aisle in her white wedding gown.

My gaze shifted to Lazarro, my father’s older brother. Laz had always been the cocky, sophisticated sort with a somewhat brusque demeanor. These days, however, he was a changed man, a happier version of his old self. That’s what love would do to you. This I knew from firsthand experience, having finally met the man of my dreams. Like Uncle Laz, I had been transformed.

Rosa glanced at the clock on the wall, her eyes narrowing. “We can’t stay long, Bella. Laz and I have already started dinner. We’ll need to get back to the house by 5:30.”

“No problem. I’ll have you out of here in plenty of time.” I leaned back in my chair, my gaze shifting between my aunt and uncle. “So, let’s start with you. What’s up? You two said you had something special to tell me. I’m dying to know.”

“Bella, the most wonderful thing has happened.” Rosa looked at Uncle Lazarro, then back at me. She clasped her hands together and grinned. “Laz has found the perfect swing band for our reception.”

“Oh?” This news surprised me, particularly in light of the fact that I’d been looking for a band for over a week now and hadn’t been able to locate one yet. Apparently, there was a run on swing bands during the Christmas season. Most were booked well into the New Year. How my uncle had accomplished this feat was nothing short of a miracle.

Laz leaned forward, and I could read the excitement in his eyes. “These guys are based out of Houston. They’re called Band of Gold. Want to guess why?”

“Um, they have matching gold jackets?”

“Nope.”

“Gold teeth?” I tried.

“No.” Laz laughed. “I’ll put you out of your misery. They’re all in their golden years. The youngest guy in the group is sixty-seven. The oldest is eighty-four.”

“Whoa.” I swallowed hard, curious as to how this would work. “Laz, have you heard their music? How do you know they’re any good?”

“I went to their website this morning,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Heard samples of their stuff. They’re amazing. And they know all of the best swing music—Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, Cab Calloway, Kay Kyser, Count Basie, Paul Whiteman, Artie Shaw.” He went off on a tangent, listing bands I’d never even heard of. Apparently Band of Gold knew them all and played their tunes to perfection, at least according to Laz.

“They even feature a few Rosemary Clooney songs,” Rosa threw in when Laz paused for breath. “You know how much I love her music.” She began to list Rosemary’s top ten songs, her eyes wide with excitement. Then she began to sing “Come On-a My House” in perfect pitch. Hmm. Maybe we could get Rosa to sing a number at her own reception. Something to think about.

My aunt finally stopped singing and flashed a girlish smile. “Great music sets the tone for a wonderful event, and we want the best.” As she began to explain her passion for music, her language shifted to Italian. I had to smile. She often did this when excited, though she rarely realized it.

“Well, speaking of the best music around, what about Sinatra and Dino?” I asked the question hesitantly, predicting the answer before it was spoken. For years, Rosa had listened to nothing but Ol’ Blue Eyes. And my uncle’s addiction to Dean Martin had spilled over to his restaurant, Parma John’s, where the daily pizza specials were named after some of Dino’s most famous songs. The Mambo Italiano was still my favorite, but the Simpatico came in a close second. Just thinking about that pepperoni made my mouth water, even now.

Rosa shook her head at my question. “We’ve declared a truce.”

“And in honor of that truce, there will be no Dean Martin tunes played at our wedding,” Laz said with a nod. “I’ve had my fill of him.”

“Or Frank Sinatra tunes,” Rosa was quick to add. “I’m sick to death of Ol’ Blue Eyes, if you want the truth of it.”

“Gotcha.” I knew they’d put their quarreling to rest, but secretly hoped they’d work in at least a few Sinatra/Martin tunes. The rest of the Rossi clan still loved the dynamic duo, even if Rosa and Laz had given up on them. “Well, tell me more about your new band, and I’ll get them booked right away.” Reaching for a pen and paper, I scribbled down the information Uncle Laz gave. Turned out the bandleader was a fellow named Gordy. I made a mental note to call him as soon as our little meeting ended.

“Will you still need a deejay?” I asked.

“Of course.” Rosa nodded. “Someone has to run this show.”

“D.J. or Armando?” I listed my fiancé first, hoping they would pick him instead of my impulsive middle brother. Thankfully, Rosa played along.

“I’d say D.J. He’s got that nice bass voice that all the women love. It’s like velvet.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Uncle Lazarro said. “Armando knows the soundboard. And he’s familiar with big band music. He might be the better choice this time around.”

“Sounds like a compromise is in order,” I said. “Armando can run the sound, and D.J. can schmooze the crowd with his silky voice. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Rosa said with a nod.

Uncle Laz leaned over and gave my aunt a gentle kiss on the lips. She turned several shades of red. I diverted my attention by reaching for my bottle of water and taking a swig.

“That’s one of the things I love most about you, Rosa,” Laz whispered. “Always ready to compromise. And so even-tempered.”

 The water almost came shooting out of my nose at that point. I’d heard Laz call Aunt Rosa a great many things over  the years. They had, after all, been archenemies. But, even-tempered? Never had those words been used to describe her. Stifling a chuckle, I tried to imagine my volatile aunt as even-tempered. Time to get this train back on track, Bella. I did my best to keep them focused on the matter at hand—their wedding. Scribbling the information down, I said, “It’s settled then. D.J. and Armando will work together. And now, about the caterers . . .”

Laz put his hand up in the air. “You know me better than that, Bella. I couldn’t possibly hire a caterer at my own wedding.” 

“I would never dream of it either,” Rosa said, crossing her arms at her chest. “I will cook.”

“So will I.” Laz nodded.

“But how?” I asked. “I know you two are the best cooks on the island, but catering your own wedding? You’ll be exhausted. It’s too much to expect.” I turned to Rosa. “Can’t you see the dilemma? You’ll be worn out by the time you get into your dress.” And you’ll probably end up with tomato sauce all over the front of it.

“Of course it’s not too much to expect,” Rosa exclaimed. “I cook every day of my life. I can certainly cook for my own wedding.” As my eyes narrowed, she quickly added, “But don’t you worry, Bella. I’ll start preparing the food days ahead of time. There won’t be much to do on the final day, anyway. Just getting it warmed up and onto the tables is all, really.” 

“Besides, Jenna and Bubba will be there to help,” Laz said with a wave of his hand.

I nodded, realizing that my best friend and her boyfriend would do all they could to make the day easier on Rosa and Laz. Not that I’d seen much of Jenna lately. Now that we were both in love—she with the younger Neeley brother and I with the older—we barely saw each other any more. I’d have to remedy that, and soon.

Laz’s voice jolted me back to the present. “We will have the best Italian food our friends and family have ever seen!” He and Rosa dove into a lengthy chat about the various food items, and I wrote everything down, just in case they forgot. 

When Laz finally paused, I had one more question for him. “Have you two settled on your honeymoon spot yet?”

“Have we!” He grinned ear to ear.

“Why, I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out, Bella,” Rosa said with a smile. “It’s so obvious. We’re going to—”

“Napoli!” Laz joined her in shouting.

“We’re going back to our roots, Bella Bambina,” Rosa said with tears in her eyes. “To Naples. Do you know how many years it’s been since I’ve seen my homeland?”

“Seven? Eight?” I said.

“Nine and a half.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I miss the Italian countryside so much.” She smiled. “And we’ve come up with the perfect plan. Did your mama tell you that our middle sisters are coming from Italy for the wedding?”

“Yes, she’s thrilled.”

“So am I.” Rosa’s eyes brimmed over. “Bertina and Bianca will stand up for me, along with your mother, of course.”

“That’s what Mama said. I’m so excited for you.” If anyone deserved to see her family on her wedding day, it was Aunt Rosa. She’d left so many friends and loved ones behind all those years ago when she came to live with us in the States. 

“My brother is coming from Italy as well.” Laz nodded. “Haven’t seen Emilio in ages.”

“We’re all flying back together,” Rosa explained. “It will be a party all the way from Houston to Rome. I can hardly wait!”

I wanted to ask how they could possibly have time to themselves on their honeymoon with this plan in motion, but didn’t. Frankly, every time I thought about my elderly aunt and uncle having a honeymoon, I felt a little squeamish. There were just some things a girl didn’t need to know.

One thing I knew for sure, though. As I stared at the look of love pouring out of my aunt’s eyes, and when I watched the tender way Uncle Laz spoke to her, I realized they both completed each other. Oh, and if the Lord could do that for two people who had once despised one another, what wonderful things lay ahead for a couple who had gotten off to a really great start—say, a bumbling wedding planner and the sweetest cowboy in the state of Texas?

Mmm! Suddenly, I could hardly wait to see D.J.



2 
Come On-a My House 

For years, our family has leaned heavily on the old Italian saying, Vivi bene, ridi spesso, e ama tanto. “Live well, laugh often, love much.” I’ve always loved the phrase and have found it to be a great recipe for happiness and contentment.

Now, I knew the Rossis had conquered the art of living well. No doubt about that. And our ever-growing family exuded love. Laughter came naturally too. With half a dozen family members residing under one roof and so many other friends and relatives living nearby, we never suffered for company. Even our meals were traditional Italian events—long, loud, and filled with entertaining stories. I knew tonight’s dinner would be no different and, as always, looked forward to spending the evening with the people I loved most. The frosting on the cake? D.J. would be seated next to me for the whole thing.

Walking across the lawn from the wedding facility after our meeting, Rosa, Laz, and I continued our conversation  about their big day. Only when I saw D.J.’s black Dodge 4x4 with its oversized running boards pull up did I find my thoughts shifting elsewhere. Something about the boy’s arrival always made me a little giddy. I could almost envision myself fifty years from now, still getting butterflies when he walked in the door.

I gave my aunt and uncle an apologetic look for ditching them as I sprinted toward my hunky cowboy. I arrived at the edge of the driveway just as he stepped out of the cab, his pointed leather boots leading the way. Mmm! The scent of his heavenly cologne lingered in the air as he closed the truck door. Very manly. The stuff television commercials were made of.

“Bella.” He flashed a winning smile, and I responded with a happy sigh. I loved the way the boy said my name: Bayluh. Made me happy my parents had moved our family to the South.

My heart caught in my throat as I slipped into his outstretched arms. What was it about this guy that took my breath away? Ah yes . . . everything! I adored every single thing about him, inside and out. His heart for God. His love for my family. His tall, broad-shouldered physique. His brawny good looks. His boyish charm. His deep bass voice with its sultry Texas twang. His pressed jeans and worn leather boots. Yummy! I could live forever with a guy like this.

And I would. If things would just slow down long enough for me to plan our Valentine’s Day wedding.

I planted a tender kiss on his lips, and he held me close. When we came up for air, he gazed into my eyes, brushing a long, dark curl off my face. “Wow. If that’s how I’m greeted when I come back, I’ll go away more often.”

“Well, you’ve been gone forty-eight hours,” I said with a pout. “I missed you.” Not that I minded, really. My honey’s trek to his hometown of Splendora, about an hour and a half north of Galveston, was a gesture of kindness. D.J. had agreed to do some construction work on his parents’ church. At no charge, of course. Just one more thing I loved about him—his generous nature.

“Sorry I was gone so long.” He held me close again. “But thanks for understanding. My parents send their hellos, by the way. Mama wants you to know she’s already picked out her dress for our wedding. She wanted to know if you thought red would be brazen, whatever that means.”

“Funny.” I laughed. “She knows our wedding colors are black and red, so red makes perfect sense. I’d rather she be brazen in red than mournful in black!”

“You have a point.” He gave me a smile, and my heart fluttered. “But you know how my mom is. She wants us to be happy, and if that means changing the color of her dress, she’s willing to do it.”

“Aw.” I grinned. Earline Neeley, my soon-to-be mother-in-law, was about the sweetest person I’d ever met. She and her church friends from Splendora would likely make our wedding unforgettable. They’d already impacted our lives in so many fun and quirky ways.

“I wish you could have heard me trying to talk my dad out of wearing his motorcycle jacket to the ceremony.” D.J. laughed. “He suggested we have a motorcycle-themed ceremony. He even went into detail about how we could accomplish that. I’ll spare you the details.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that one. “Did you tell him we’re going with a traditional Valentine’s wedding instead? No gimmicks?”

“Yeah, but he’s determined to sneak a Harley or two in there. If I tell him our wedding colors, he’ll probably have seat covers made to match. Oh, and by the way, he specifically asked if Guido was invited to the ceremony.”

I groaned as D.J. mentioned our family’s adopted parrot. “No. We left him off the guest list on purpose. Remember what happened the last time he showed up at a wedding?”

“How could I forget?” D.J. chuckled. “He stole my dad’s toupee.”

I shook my head, trying to push the image out of my brain. Oh, what chaos had transpired that horrible, wacky night! “Guido is a reformed bird now,” I said. “Well, sort of, anyway. I still don’t trust him in public arenas, so I’m going to have to put my foot down on this one. No birds at the wedding.”

“Except the lovebirds that happen to be flying overhead at the time.” D.J. winked, and my heart jolted. Oy, what this cowboy could do to me!

I gazed into his eyes and then gave him a kiss on the cheek. “You hungry?” I asked.

“Mmm.” He quirked a brow, and his blue eyes twinkled. “You have to ask?”

“Laz made his famous Caesar salad tonight, and Rosa’s cooking chicken parmesan.”

“With her garlic twists?” D.J. asked, his eyebrows elevating.

 “Of course!” My aunt’s garlic twists were famous, not just on the island, but across the country. She’d recently been featured on a Food Network special, Italian Chefs from Coast to Coast. The fine folks at the network had offered her a show of her very own, but she’d turned them down after Laz declared his intentions. To her way of thinking, love trumped fame. I had to agree. Not that I’d ever been offered fame. Still, I had to believe I’d pick love any day.

“What’s for dessert?” D.J. asked.

“White chocolate raspberry cheesecake.”

At this announcement, we both closed our eyes and breathed deeply, enjoying a spiritual moment. Aunt Rosa’s cheesecake was nothing short of heavenly, after all.

After a moment, D.J. kissed my closed eyelids. “What are we doing standing out here then?” he asked.

As we walked in the front door, the pungent aroma of garlic and other spices caused us both to stop and draw in another lingering breath. Rosa’s cooking could do that to you.

“I’m learning to love that smell,” D.J. said with a nod.

“It ain’t chicken-fried steak,” I responded with a laugh. “Not exactly Texas fare. But you have to admit, Rosa’s the best cook on the island, and Laz comes in a close second.”

“Yeah, I don’t know what everyone is going to do without them once they get married.”

I shook my head, unwilling to think about that. We’d all secretly wondered if we would starve to death once Rosa and Laz found their own place to live. Rosa had always resided in the room next to mine, with Laz’s room just on the other side of hers. For as long as I’d remembered, she’d been a permanent fixture in both our home and our kitchen, where the magic took place. How would we make it without her? I had no idea.

“Looks like we’ll be visiting them often.” D.J. offered up a wink, once again melting my heart.

At this point, my Yorkie-Poo, Precious, greeted us by springing up and down repeatedly. I finally scooped her into my arms and planted a few kisses on her little head. “Were you a good girl while Mama was next door?” I asked in baby talk.

“Good?” Mama asked, approaching us. “You might want to check out what she did in Rosa’s room. She got into the silk floral centerpieces and chewed one of them up.”

“No way!” Not after all the work we’d done on them. I leaned down to scold her, then found myself captivated by her sweet little face. Maybe I could scold her tomorrow. The centerpieces were replaceable. My loveable pooch was not. 

As we approached the living room, I heard Uncle Laz’s adopted parrot, Guido, singing “Amazing Grace.” Nothing unusual there. We paused to look at him. Though he drove me crazy at times, I was happy to see that Guido’s feathers were finally growing back in. He’d lost most of them over the summer—an allergic reaction.

When the song ended, the ornery parrot hollered, “Go to the mattresses!” then lifted his leg and let out what sounded like machine-gun fire. So much for saying the bird was reformed. Laz had been working with him for months now, but Guido was apparently still waffling. Another week or two and my uncle would surely have him walking the straight and narrow. No doubt about it. If anyone could work a miracle, Laz could.

Rosa and Laz headed into the kitchen to help Mama finish up our dinner, and I washed my hands, then went into the dining room to set the table. D.J. knew the routine, so he offered to help.

“How many?” he asked, holding up the placemats.

“Hmm.” I did a quick head count. “Nick, Marcella, and their boys . . .” I smiled, thinking about my oldest brother and his wife. They were expecting a baby in a few months. “What about Joey?” D.J. asked.

“Yes.” My baby brother would be there too, along with his fiancée. “Norah will be with him.” I paused a moment. “Armando won’t be here. He’s in Houston again.” I shrugged as I thought of my middle brother. He was always flitting off after some woman or another, usually on the mainland.

“Sophia?”

“Yes.” I smiled as my younger sister’s latest announcement resurfaced in my brain. “And here’s an interesting tidbit. She and Tony are dating. As in, seriously dating.”

“Wow.” D.J. almost lost his grip on the placemats at that announcement. No doubt. Seeing my sister with my ex-boyfriend still took a bit of getting used to. Personally, I thought they made a great couple and hoped things worked out for them.

D.J. composed himself, and his eyes narrowed as he did the math. “So, with your parents, Rosa, and Laz, that makes fourteen, right?”

“Sounds about right.” I nodded.

“Good thing you have a big table.” He pointed at the family’s oversized mahogany table, imported from Europe.

“I hate to break it to you, D.J., but every Italian family has a table like this. And it’s always filled with food and surrounded by laughter.”

“Then I wish I’d been born in Italy.” He released his hold on the placemats and gave me a kiss on the forehead.

“You’re marrying into a true-blue Italian family. That’s close enough.” I wriggled into his arms, and we enjoyed a kiss for the record books.

Just then, my pop walked into the room. He narrowed his gaze. “Hey, no PDA.”

Pop was half-kidding, but I knew what he meant. No public displays of affection. Not until after marriage, of course. D.J. and I backed away from each other as my father grabbed the placemats and started putting them in place.

“Oh, to be young again.” Pop sighed but continued his work.

“No one says you have to be young to be in love,” Laz said, entering the room. “Look at me and Rosa! I’ll be sixty-seven next month, and she’s—”

“She’s not keen on you telling everyone her age,” I threw in.

Laz grinned. “You’re probably right. But you don’t have to be young to be in love.”

Just then, the sound of swing music filled the room. Laz’s face lit up. “Ah. Rosa must’ve put in the Glenn Miller CD. We’re trying to get in the mood before our big day.” He laughed. “Get it? ‘In the mood’?”

D.J.’s bright red cheeks faded to a somewhat lighter color as Laz explained that “In the Mood” was the name of a Glenn Miller song.

We continued to set up the room for dinner, adding Aunt Rosa’s hand-painted plates from her beloved Napoli, silverware that had been in the family for over fifty years, and beautiful etched glasses Mama had purchased on her last European jaunt. When it was all said and done, D.J. and I stood back and stared at the table. He let out a whistle.

“Man. Looks like something out of a magazine.”

“Prettier than a magazine,” I added.

Rosa entered with a serving dish in hand. Chicken parmesan. The sauce still bubbled, and the melted mozzarella on top was perfectly browned. Yum! I could hardly wait to take my first bite.

The pungent aroma of garlic now permeated the room. I drew in a long breath, savoring every second. My mouth watered as I looked down at the table. The vibrant colors of the red tomato gravy and the crisp, green Caesar salad drew my eye. These, combined with the steam coming from the buttered garlic twists, made me so hungry I could hardly wait for the others.

Still, I must wait. Probably wouldn’t be very nice to dive right in ahead of the crowd. No, that sort of thing was left to Armando, who had a habit of beating the rest of us to the punch. When he bothered to show up, anyway.

By the time Rosa and Laz had the food on the table, the room was full. My brother Joey arrived first with his fiancée. Norah gave me a hug and commented on my new blouse, a silky green number I’d picked up on a recent trip to the Galleria in Houston. My older brother Nick arrived next with his boys, Deany-boy and Frankie.

“Hey, where’s Marcella?” I asked, looking around.

“She’s here. Just had to make a pit stop.”

True enough, Marcella walked into the dining room a couple of minutes later, her protruding belly leading the way. She looked miserably uncomfortable, in spite of her stretchy maternity attire.

“How’s it going at the florist shop?” I asked. “Did you get all of the flowers ordered for Rosa?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “I finally found them at that great place in Houston near the medical center.” She released a groan as she took a seat. “Sorry if I seem a little out of sorts. I’ve been on my feet all day, and this baby is giving me fits.”

“Morning sickness?” I asked.

“No, that passed ages ago. I’m starting to feel him move now.”

“Him?” I quirked a brow in Nick’s direction, wondering if he and his wife had been keeping something from us. Marcella and Nick already had two boys. Two hyper, disobedient boys, who had now taken to fighting over where they were going to sit. I was holding out for a girl this time around. Surely her timely arrival would break the evil spell.

My sister Sophia entered the room moments later with my ex-boyfriend on her heels. I’d known Tony DeLuca for years. He was, as my mother put it, practically perfect in every way. Came from just the right family line in Sicily. Spoke fluent Italian. Was shockingly handsome. Still, I’d never truly fallen for him, and in the end, I’d broken his heart with my rejection of his affections.

Funny. As he gazed into my sister’s big brown eyes, he didn’t look heartbroken now. Tony had always enjoyed hanging out at the Rossi home. Perhaps he’d had the right address all along, just the wrong girl.

Not that I minded. Oh no. My gaze shifted to the one person whose heartstrings were looped with my own—D.J. Neeley. The background music changed to a familiar swing number, and I wanted to grab him by the hand and ask for a spin around the dance floor. Only, not now. Those tantalizing garlic twists still called out to me. There would be plenty of time for dancing later, especially if this swing music kept up.

Within seconds, everyone in the household was gathered around the table. My gaze shifted from my perfectly made-up mother to my father, who had actually combed his hair and put on a shirt for dinner. Then I transitioned my thoughts to Laz as he pulled out a seat for Rosa. In all the years I’d known him, I’d never seen this loving, tender side of him. Ah, what love could do to a crusty old heart! It had melted Uncle Laz like the mozzarella on top of the chicken parmesan.

“Let’s pray.” Pop’s voice rang out above the chatter of my other family members.

We all reached to take hands, though I noticed Deany-boy and Frankie refused to touch each other. Nothing new there. They would come around in time, surely.

I closed my eyes and listened as my father’s melodic voice rang out. Even after half a lifetime in the States, he still had that marvelous lyrical sound to his voice—kind of like water flowing over rocks.

When the prayer ended, everyone began to talk at once. To my left, Nick and Joey talked about something that had happened at Parma John’s. Marcella and Rosa talked about flowers. Mama told Pop about a website she’d found with great deals on European vacations. Laz and D.J. talked about music for the upcoming wedding. Sophia chatted with Norah about wedding dresses. Deany-boy and Frankie argued over a video game. The only one not talking was, well, me. Not that I minded. I was having too much fun just listening.

As always, the voices overlapped. I heard snippets of a thousand conversations.

“Are you thinking of using babies’ breath—”

“—to take a train to the wine country. Then we’ll move on to the Vatican. After that, we’ll—”

“—add a new pizza to our menu. I’m thinking it’s going to be—”

“—a great swing number that the band can play. And speaking of bands, we’ve hired the best one in the country. Wait till you see their—”

“—new video game! It’s the best. Even better than a—”

“—pink wedding dress? Are you kidding me? White is still the ideal color for a wedding dress, no matter what the bridal magazines try to tell you. Those—”

“—Double Delight roses have the prettiest petals I’ve ever seen in my life. Have you ever seen such a great mixture of colors and—”

“What a dish! This chicken parmesan is the best thing I’ve ever eaten in my life. I’d like another—”

“Garlic twist, anyone?” Rosa held up the plate, and Nick reached for it, never dropping a line in his conversation with Joey about the new pizza they planned to add to the menu at Parma John’s.

Above the noise, a pinging sound rang out. I looked across the table to see Laz tapping his water glass with his spoon. “Attention, everyone. Attention. Rosa and I have an announcement to make.”

“You’re eloping?” Pop suggested with a smile.

“Over my dead body!” I whispered, chasing away the shudder that wiggled down my spine. They’d better not!

“I’ve talked about this for months, but I’ve finally decided to officially retire from the restaurant,” Laz said. “Want to give my undivided attention to our wedding and our wedding guests.”

“Isn’t that wonderful?” Rosa beamed with delight.

“Nick and Joey can handle things without me,” Laz said. “And if I can keep Jenna focused, I think the transition will be fine.”

Keeping my best friend focused might be harder than he knew. She was, after all, in love.

Laz put his hand to his chest and spoke with a tremor in his voice. “I have more news to share. As you know, my good friend Salvadore Lucci has entrusted Guido to us for a season. I don’t take that season lightly. The Lord has given us this time to minister to Guido in the hopes that he will remember what he’s learned and share it with Sal when the time comes.”

I sighed, thinking about my uncle’s passion to reach out to his friend Sal. Call it desperation. Call it inspiration from on high. Laz had this idea that Sal would be won by the words coming from Guido’s beak, so he’d been filling the bird’s head with sermons, songs, and Scriptures. He called this the “Triple S” program.

I watched with tenderness wrapping my heart as Laz dabbed his eyes and whispered, “Chi la dura la vince.” I knew the translation, of course: “He who perseveres wins at last.” Laz would keep at this until the very end, if need be.

From across the table, Pop’s voice rang out. “What are you saying, Laz? Is Sal coming to get Guido? To take him back to Atlantic City?”

Laz nodded and his eyes filled with tears. “Yes. I’m gonna miss the old bird.” He dabbed his eyes. “Guido, I mean.”

“When is Sal coming?” Sophia asked.

Laz’s eyes lit with excitement. “One week before our big day. He will stay at the Tremont and help me with the wedding plans. In fact . . .” Laz’s eyes brimmed over. “Sal has agreed to be my best man.”

I stifled the gasp that threatened to escape at this news. Sal? Was he serious?

Nick looked at Laz in horror. “You picked someone with mob ties to stand up for you at your wedding? Are you kidding me?”

“Nicholas, please.” Laz shook his head. “Sal is seventy-six years old. Whatever ties he might’ve had have long since been severed. And, as you know, my primary goal is to win Salvadore Lucci to the Lord while there is still time, so please do not question my motives.”

The room fell silent. Rarely did we hear Laz chasten anyone in such a way. But as I looked into his tear-filled eyes, I realized the truth—he genuinely cared about Sal’s relationship with the Lord and would do whatever it took to share the truth of God’s love with his friend. No one could fault him for his passion. His common sense, perhaps, but not his passion.

D.J. leaned over and whispered in my ear. “I think your uncle is the most amazing man I’ve ever met. Next to my dad and your father, of course.”

Well, there you had it. D.J. Neeley—Galveston’s hunkiest cowboy—could see straight through to my uncle’s heart and apparently loved what he saw. Which only made me love D.J. Neeley all the more.



3 
The Gang’s All Here 

The weeks before Rosa and Laz’s big day flew by at warp speed. Before long, everything was running together in my head. And I’d never heard so much swing music in all my life! Rosa and Laz played it around the clock, listening to tunes that kept my toes tapping. Every song made me want to get up and dance. But who had time to dance? There were dresses to order, centerpieces to make, linens to press. The workload kept my fingers flying.

Exactly one week before the wedding, Pop led the way to the George Bush Intercontinental Airport on Houston’s north end to pick up our relatives from Napoli. D.J. and I followed in his 4x4. From where I sat in the cab, I felt like a queen—on top of the world. I could hardly contain my excitement as we made our way north on Interstate 45.

“Thanks for doing this, D.J.,” I said. “I know how busy you are at this time of year, so it means a lot to me that you would help pick up my relatives.”

“Sounds like the perfect thing to do on a Saturday,” he said.

“Well, I know you’ve got your new business and all . . .” Offering up a reassuring smile, I thought about the many possibilities his new construction business would afford.

“I’ve been thinking about asking Bubba to come to work for me. If I can ever find him, I mean.”

“Bubba’s missing?”

“Sort of.” D.J. shrugged. “I tried to call him this morning and he didn’t answer. He didn’t respond to an email I sent yesterday either. If I don’t hear from him by nightfall, I’m going to call my parents and ask about him.”

“It’s not barbecue cook-off season, is it?” I asked. Bubba Neeley was the brisket champion at the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo. Not that I’d ever paid much attention to such things. Until meeting D.J., of course.

“No, it’s not cook-off season.” D.J. shook his head. “Not till late February.”

“Well, this is really odd.” I gave him a pensive look. “Laz told me that Jenna called him a couple of days ago with the most cryptic message. Said something unexpected came up and she wouldn’t be in for a few days. He took it to mean she wasn’t feeling so well, but I’m not sure. She’s been acting so weird lately. Have you noticed?”

“They both have.”

We sat in silence for a moment before one of us—me— finally broke it with a speculation. “D.J., do you think they’re . . . together?”

His expression tightened. “I know my brother better than that. He’s got his head on straight. He won’t do anything to compromise Jenna. Besides, my mom would kill him if she got wind of the fact that he and Jenna were . . . well, you know.”

 I shook my head, more confused than ever. “She’s not returning my calls. I wonder if she’s upset at me.”

“Why would she be?” D.J. asked.

“No idea.” I offered up a shrug. “I missed a couple of calls from her last week, and I did try to call her back, I promise. I’ve been so busy planning two weddings at once.” A sigh erupted. “I’m a terrible friend.”

“No, you’re not. You’re just distracted. But no one can blame you. Your plate is really full right now, Bella.”

As I glanced at his chiseled features and winsome smile, I had to admit, my plate wasn’t the only thing that was full. Nope. My heart felt pretty full right about now too.

We continued north through Houston. I tried to push all thoughts of my best friend out of my mind to focus on the conversation with the guy I adored. This was the first time in weeks we’d really been alone. Might as well enjoy it.

“So, tell me about these folks we’re picking up,” D.J. said with that crooked grin I loved so much. “How many people are coming, anyway?”

“Well, let’s see.” I went through my mental checklist. “Mama and Rosa have two sisters between them, Bianca and Bertina. They’re twins.”

“I think I’ve heard you talk about them.”

“Right. One is widowed and the other divorced. They’re coming with Bertina’s oldest daughter, Deanna, my cousin.” I dove into a story about what fun I’d had with Deanna years ago, the last time we’d seen each other. “It’s so sad that our family lives so far away. We hardly ever get to see each other, but this week is going to be a blast. The house is going to be filled to overflowing.”

“Your house is already filled to overflowing.” He shook his head and chuckled. “Never seen so many people under one roof in all of my life.”

“But wait, there’s more!” I laughed. “My pop and Uncle Laz have a middle brother, Uncle Emilio, also from Napoli. He’s a bachelor in his late fifties, never married. Sort of a quiet man. I never really got to know him very well.”

“Maybe that will change this time around.”

I shrugged. “In a family as big as mine, we’re surrounded on every side by relatives. There’s hardly time to get to know anyone well. Let’s just say he’s always had a mysterious air about him. He’s a puzzle waiting to be solved.”

“Intriguing.”

“No kidding.”

I lit into another story about something Laz and Emilio had done years ago, but I had trouble concentrating. For whatever reason, I kept thinking about Jenna. Should I call her? See why she’d skipped out on work? I pulled out my cell phone and punched in her number but got her voice mail. Very strange.

Thankfully, I didn’t have long to think about it. We arrived at the airport in short order and met up with my parents in the parking garage. I hadn’t seen my mother this excited in years, but who could blame her?

“We’re supposed to meet everyone in baggage claim.” Pop looked at his watch. “Their plane should have landed by now. Hopefully we won’t have long to wait.”

Unfortunately, the baggage claim area in the international terminal was a mess. I’d never seen so many people or heard so many overlapping languages at once. I somehow found myself separated from D.J. and my parents. With so many people pressing in around me, I had to wonder if I would ever see them again. A woman in a sari called out to a little girl in a language I couldn’t quite make out.

Peering through the crowd, I tried to find a familiar face or two. Moments later, a suave-looking fellow in an expensive suit walked my way. He pulled off his Versace sunglasses and flashed a winning smile.

“Uncle Emilio!” I grinned as I sprinted his direction. “So happy to . . .” My words trailed off as a curvaceous young woman approached carrying a Gucci handbag. I took in the stunning brunette, overwhelmed by her full, pouty lips, her high, rose-blushed cheekbones, the whitest teeth I’d ever seen, and eyes the color of espresso under beautifully made-up eyelids. The woman was the very picture of perfection, though I had my suspicions there was a bit of collagen involved in the pouty lips.

The intriguing stranger slipped her arm through Emilio’s and gave him a coy smile. “Sorry, baby,” she said in Italian. “Had to make a pit stop.”

Baby? I looked at this person—whoever she was—completely stunned. She couldn’t be much older than me, if even. Did Uncle Emilio have a daughter I knew nothing about? If so, why had he kept her hidden all of these years? Stranger still, why did she call him “baby”? I shook my head, convinced I’d misunderstood.

Emilio grinned, pulling her close. “Bella, this is Francesca Adriana Rossi, my wife.”

“Your . . . wife?” I could hardly formulate the words, the shock was so severe. Just wait till Pop and Laz find out about this! I stood there gaping for a moment, then finally came to my senses. Extending my hand, I managed, “Francesca, welcome to Texas. We’re happy to have you.”

“Gratzi.” Her voice sounded like velvet. She dove into a lengthy explanation in Italian of how she’d hoped to give us the news by phone ahead of time. Apparently Emilio had other ideas. He liked the element of surprise. I just hoped Uncle Laz’s heart could take it. And what would Rosa think about this Sophia Loren look-alike? I could only imagine!

Francesca ended with words that took awhile to absorb. “If Emilio is your uncle, I guess that would make me your aunt!” A giggle escaped her pouty lips.

“Well, I guess it does,” was about all I could muster. Was it possible to have an aunt my own age? All of my others were in their fifties, at least. Still, I couldn’t deny Francesca’s relationship with my uncle, could I? Instead, I just smiled and nodded, something my very polite mama had taught me to do when in doubt.

D.J. miraculously appeared at that moment. Being the consummate Southern gentleman, he dove into a well-intentioned conversation with the happy couple as we fetched their bags. Looked like Francesca had great taste in luggage. I’d never seen so much Gucci in my life. Dollar signs rolled around where my eyeballs used to be as I took it all in. Mama mia! To have luggage like that . . . I could only imagine.

I heard the sound of female voices ping-ponging back and forth in Italian off in the distance. Looked like Mama had located Bertina and Bianca.

Through the crowd, I caught a glimpse of the quirky duo chatting with my parents. With D.J. and the others in tow, I made my way toward them. As I did, I took in my Italian aunties. They were an interesting mix of my mother and Rosa—not quite as thin as Mama, yet not as fluffy as Rosa. Neither wore orthopedic shoes, and I didn’t notice any sagging pantyhose, so we were off to a good start. Still, I couldn’t help but smile when I realized they were dressed alike from head to toe. You would think twins in their late fifties would skip the matchy-matchy stuff, but not so in this case.

As I drew near, my gaze shifted to a woman standing alongside my aunts. Surely this couldn’t be my cousin Deanna! She was . . . why, she was probably thirty, at least. When did she get so . . . old?

Hmm. I’d probably aged a bit since she had seen me last as well.

Extending my hand, I offered a smile. “It’s so good to see you!”

Before Deanna could respond, Bertina—at least, I think it was Bertina—threw her arms around my neck, pronouncing her well wishes in Italian. Seconds later, Bianca had her arms around my neck too. I was swallowed alive by two gushing Italian divas clearly excited to see me.

“Mama, please!” Deanna’s voice rang out.

Bianca and Bertina turned their attention to the others, and Deanna reached to give me a warm hug. “I wouldn’t have known you,” she whispered in my ear. “You’re so grown up!”

“I was thinking the same thing about you.”

Deanna’s gaze traveled to D.J., who had been standing in silence. She leaned in to whisper, “Mama mia, Bella. He’s a real Texas cowboy. Does he belong to you?”

“Yep.” I slipped my arm around D.J.’s waist, staking my claim. “Everyone, this is D.J., my fiancé.” Smiling came naturally when I used the word fiancé. To think, I would soon be his wife! The idea still caused my heart to flutter.

Deanna didn’t have the same reaction to the word, sadly. From the moment I made the introduction, her expression shifted from one of interest to a profound sadness. I’m pretty sure I even heard her sigh.

“What is it, honey?” I whispered. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No, no,” she responded. “Only, I just broke up with my boyfriend, Rocco. We dated for years, but he wouldn’t commit, so I had to break it off.” Tears filled her eyes, but she brushed them away. “Sorry, I don’t mean to focus attention on myself.” She forced a smile. “This is a happy time. A time when Aunt Rosa marries the man of her dreams.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, it took Laz sixteen years to come around. Poor Rosa waited all of that time, poor thing.” I paused, realizing my story probably wasn’t making Deanna feel any better. “Oops. Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” She looped her arm through mine and smiled. “No more talk about men.”

D.J. cleared his throat, and I smiled, sensing his awkwardness. Thank goodness he had an easy way about him.

Off in the distance, Francesca carried on and on. Something about her need for a manicure and a pedicure.

I leaned in to Deanna, whispering, “I can’t believe Emilio has a new wife. He didn’t even tell us. Can you believe that?”

“They just got married a couple of months ago. We were there for the celebration, and trust me, it was a celebration.” Deanna rolled her eyes. “Emilio’s business is less than a mile from our home in Napoli, remember? And besides, he’s very well-known in our region.”

“Oh, that’s right.” I’d nearly forgotten that my uncle’s home-building business was such a big deal in Italy. People over there saw him as quite the entrepreneur.

“You should have seen the write-up in the paper when they got engaged.” Deanna sighed. “A little over-the-top, but then again, that’s how Francesca likes things. And she’s a woman who gets what she wants, trust me. I wish you could have heard her on the plane. I’ve never heard a woman complain so much in my life. And she was up and down the whole trip. Spent half of her time in the restroom, touching up her makeup.”

As Francesca approached, followed by Uncle Emilio, who pulled three large Gucci suitcases, I gave Deanna a “better watch it or she might hear you” look. We would have to finish this conversation later. I had a feeling Rosa would have a lot to say about this. I could almost hear her words now: Il buon giorno si vede dal mattino. Roughly translated: “The good person is evident from the beginning.” I wondered if she would pick up on the good in this voluptuous beauty or if she would see her as some sort of threat. Only time would tell.

We loaded up the cars, putting the luggage in the back of D.J.’s truck. Emilio and Francesca rode with us; the others climbed into my mother’s SUV for the drive back to the island. I knew we had a bit of a drive ahead of us—over an hour, anyway—and wondered how long I could go on hearing about Francesca’s cuticles. To make things worse, I’d opted to take the seat in back next to her so that Emilio could have more room up front.

As D.J. pulled onto the interstate, Francesca’s eyes widened. “I didn’t expect Texas to look like this.” The look of disgust on her face let me know that this wasn’t good.

“Oh?” I tried to imagine the scene through her eyes. “You were thinking wide-open plains and tumbleweeds?”

“Yes.” She pointed at the businesses on the side of the highway. “The whole place is a sea of car dealerships. Where are the cattle? The ranches?”

“Well, now . . .” D.J.’s thick Texas twang reverberated across the cab of the truck. “We’re crazy about our cars and trucks in Texas. No doubt about it.”

“Still . . .” Francesca leaned back, looking a bit disappointed. She spoke the rest in Italian, probably trying to spare D.J.’s feelings. “This is ridiculous. Nothing like the travel brochures.”

I tried to explain that Texas was filled with beautiful ranchland and cattle, just not in this area. She rolled her eyes and leaned back against the seat, complaining of a headache.

In the rearview mirror, I caught a glimpse of D.J.’s face. God bless him. He was stifling laughter, I could tell.

“You folks hungry?” he asked. “I know a great steakhouse not too far from here.”

“Steak?” Emilio sounded excited by that possibility.

Francesca’s eyes fluttered open, and she gave a nod. Looked like they were both hungry. A quick phone call to my parents was all it took. They decided to stop along with us. Minutes later, we were all seated inside Texas Roadhouse at the intersection of Interstate 45 and FM 1960, ordering the biggest pieces of beef the Lone Star State had to offer. Surely this would squelch Francesca’s complaints and reinforce her former beliefs about Texas.

She looked around the restaurant at the eclectic Texas decor and smiled. “Now, this is more like it!”

There was that word again. I’d have to be on the lookout for it in future conversations.

“Thought a real Texas steakhouse might do the trick,” D.J. whispered. “Maybe we can fill ’er up and shut ’er up at the same time.”

I did my best not to laugh out loud. Still, the comment seemed a little out of character for my usually soft-spoken honey. Had he reached his limit with Francesca already? If so, how would we ever survive the week ahead?

The hostess seated us at a large table and passed around the menus. At this point, everyone began to talk at once, as always. By the time we’d ordered our steaks, Mama and Francesca were deeply engaged in a conversation about nail salons. I let my mother take it from here, knowing she held a frequent-flier card at the best salon on Galveston Island. She certainly didn’t need my input.

Within minutes, my mother had shifted gears and was telling Francesca all of her beauty secrets—how she used udder cream to keep her hands and feet silky smooth, and how Crisco made the best makeup remover. She went on and on about the benefits of using coffee grounds to remove cellulite and a feed-store product called Mane and Tail for soft, bouncy hair. Francesca reached into her purse and pulled out an iPod, taking quick notes. I’d never seen such excitement in a woman’s eyes.

Hmm. The more I thought about that, the more I realized women were women, no matter where they came from. And nothing—I repeat, nothing—could beat a great jar of udder cream and soft, bouncy hair.
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